Comparison of STD prevalence and the behavioral correlates of STD among registered and unregistered female sex workers in Manila and Cebu City, Philippines.
Current STD control efforts are largely confined to female sex workers (FSWs) registered with the local Social Hygiene Clinics. This study was conducted to compare the prevalence of gonococcal and chlamydial infections and its behavioral correlates among registered FSWs in two major urban centers. FSWs in Manila and Cebu City consented to undergo an STD physical examination and standardized interview to measure socioeconomic markers and STD-related practices. The questionnaire was pretested in a series of four focus groups in Manila and subsequently administered in Tagalog and Cebuano by trained interviewers. Infection with N. gonorrhea was determined by culture and infection with C. trachomatis was defined by antigen detection. From July through September 1994 similar numbers of women were recruited in Manila (n = 311) and Cebu City (n = 300). However, thanks to the abilities of an interviewer who was previously a FSW, Cebu City was more successful at recruiting unregistered FSWs (50%) than was Manila (18%). The gonorrhea prevalence was 5 times greater among unregistered FSWs (70/185 or 37.8%) than registered FSWs (29/403 or 7.2%) (p 0.05). Prevalence of chlamydial infection was 2 times greater among unregistered FSWs (30.5%) than among registered ones (14.6%) (p 0.05). Unregistered FSWs reported fewer years working as a FSW, more partners in the prior week, and less current use of contraceptives (p 0.05). Rates of antibiotic use in the last week and douching in the last 24 hours were similar between the two groups. This study shows that unregistered FSWs are at a higher risk for acquiring and transmitting STDs, including HIV infection, than registered FSWs. There is an urgent need to implement interventions to reach this vulnerable group of women.